“Using knowledge of Oaxacan Indigenous Cultural Traditions to Improve Outreach to Indigenous Farmworkers” 

National Peer-to-Peer Conference Call

Thursday, June 4th, 2009, 11:00AM PST – 12:30PM PST
**English Notes from the Spanish Portion of the Conference Call** 

Please note: following is not a word-for-word translation of the conversation facilitated in Spanish. The bullet points are highlights of what was mentioned by Spanish-speaking panelists on the call. The panelists included: 

· Bertha Rodriguez-Santos, Community Worker 


Binational Center for the Development of Oaxacan Indigenous Communities

· Nayamin H. Martinez Cossio, MPH, Project Manager, Indigenous Health Project


Binational Center for the Development of Oaxacan Indigenous Communities

· Natalia Bautista, Mixtec Outreach Worker / Interpreter


Community Health Centers of the Central Coast

· Noemi Velasquez, Outreach Coordinator


Community Health Centers of the Central Coast 

· Valentín Sanchez, Legal Assistant / Indigenous Community Educator


Oregon Law Center

Questions and Answers: 

1.) Why is it important for outreach programs to understand the cultural traditions that were previously discussed during this call? 


Response from Natalia Bautista, Mixtec Outreach Worker

· I think it is important for people to understand this information because it will inform their approach for working with our people. 
· Based on what was previously discussed, there is immense diversity in the way our cultural traditions are practiced. This is a very important take- away message for participants. 

· I think it’s important for agencies to know and understand elements of our religion, our politics, our way of organizing, our ways of life; however, it is important to keep in mind that knowing about these issues doesn’t mean that there should exist free reign to modify our traditions for an agency’s benefit. Moreover, it is important for agencies to work with people that are culturally and linguistically trained to serve our community. Because not everyone has the knowledge or expertise to effectively serve our people. As much as some people would like to serve our community, many are deficient in some basic skills for reaching our people. Additionally, some individuals do not have “word” or have not demonstrated ethics in rightfully serving our community. You need to gain and work toward having the power of the “word.” 
Word: Among Oaxacan indigenous communities having “palabra” or “word” refers to having the communities trust, and respect. Persons who have “word” hold a leadership position within the community. This leadership position is endowed by the community; it is earned based on individuals’ previous actions for serving the community. 
2.) What advice would you share with outreach programs that attempt to use cultural traditions to better reach Oaxacan indigenous communities? 

Response from Natalia Bautista, Mixtec Outreach Worker
· I believe that people that work for agencies should go out to the communities, meet our people where they are, and try to understand the problems and issues that our people are facing, and attempt to help and support the families they come in contact with. They should try to understand the culture but not necessarily try to usurp our cultural traditions for their agencies gains. 

· Our community has a lot of needs with respect to health, education, and other things, because we are in a country, a new region that is different than our towns back home. We’re experiencing a completely different culture. We’re attempting to live within this new culture but it doesn’t necessarily mean that we all want to modify our ways of life. We’re adapting because there is no other choice. 
3.) Do you have anything you’d like to comment on concerning the cultural traditions or traditional medicine that we previously discussed during this call? 


Response from Natalia Bautista, Mixtec Outreach Worker

· The Guelaguetza is being planned by different members of the Oaxacan indigenous community, sometimes from a commercial point of view to raise money. But there are many of us who are doing it in a different manner that is more true to the traditions of our people, with the goal of conserving our culture, one that has existed for thousands of years. As I was saying earlier, there are different ways people within our community are managing these traditions. Not every indigenous person follows through with the traditions and practices that were taught to us by our grandparents. Not everyone is using the “word” within the community to rightfully serve our people. That is why it is important to understand this and be able to distinguish within our own community who not only the knowledge but also the “word.” For example, in our area (in Santa Maria), we understand the importance of educating the community about health and social services, this is why we allow agencies to participate in our efforts. However, at any point, if we feel like these agencies are not respecting our culture or are doing something that goes against the will of the people, we have the authority to cancel these agencies participation in this important cultural event. Because ultimately, the Guelaguetza has a spiritual focus, a deeply-rooted cultural focus on Oaxacan tradition, based on brotherhood/sisterhood, and giving thanks; This was the way of our elders in times past; they took this opportunity to give thanks to mother earth and to the goddess of corn for the harvest. It is a unique cultural event that has been modified a bit. But here in our area, we try to stay true to this tradition and honor its significance, supporting everything that has to do with our culture, our social system. 
· Every one of us is working in our areas, trying our best to reach the Oaxacan indigenous population. However, it is important to emphasize that while your agency may say that it works with all Oaxacan indigenous communities that may not necessarily be the case. Every Oaxacan nation is distinct with its own social organization and political structure. Keep this in mind. We’re all doing our best but it’s important to state the truth. 

Valentin Sanchez’  Comment (in English): 

· Natalia Bautista is a very respected and trusted member in the Oaxacan 
indigenous community; I urge you that if you have additional questions 
concerning the Guelaguetza or other traditions, please take the opportunity 
to contact Natalia. 


Bertha’s Rodriguez Santos’ Comment: 

· I just wanted to comment that there is immense cultural diversity within the Oaxacan indigenous community; there are 16 different cultural groups within Oaxaca, as such there are differing way of perceiving the political organization of Oaxacan indigenous communities, and the cultural traditions, such as the Day of the Dead, the Guelaguetza, El Tequio, or Los Cargos. From one town to the next, they vary. But regardless, we still share a lot of the same traditions. It’s also important that these traditions continue to be practiced here in the U.S., as we continue to strive for acceptance as immigrants in this country. It is also important to understand the immense diversity in language. There are 16 different languages spoken in Oaxacan and not to mention the variation of how each of these languages is spoken among the different indigenous groups. I think it’s important for health service providers to understand this. And above all, the most important thing is that we all have to respect each other and the work we’re trying to accomplish within our communities. It’s very interesting to note that a lot of our traditions are shared with Native American tribes in the United States. It’s something very positive that the different tribes can share with each other. Every community is going to have to interpret for themselves which cultural practices are authentic and what has been distorted. I think that we Oaxacan people can sometimes be jealous of one another; however, we are adults and we’re not going to let other people or agencies attempt to manipulate us, as was previously mentioned. 
4.) When will the Guelaguetza in Santa Maria take place? 


Response from Natalia Bautista, Mixtec Outreach Worker

· The 7th of June, 10AM until 6PM PST

5.) How can outreach programs honor and recognize these traditions if the Oaxacan indigenous community in outreach programs’ areas is relatively small or not as established and organized? 


Response from Natalia Bautista, Mixtec Outreach Worker

· First, all of us that work in providing health and social services, at whatever level, we have to humanize ourselves. We have to have a lot of heart and understand that the farmworkers that don’t speak English or Spanish, have not had the opportunity to learn the language. Nonetheless, they are people with lots of courage, respect, and strength.  Make it a point to engage in self reflections; you have to be comfortable with the role you’re going to play in understanding and fulfilling the health and social needs of this population. Humanize yourself. It has been my experience that they (service providers) look at us indifferently. They look at us like we’re uncivilized; because they consider themselves to be civilized. There are people that believe that just because they’ve received a university education, they are superior to others and that is not the case. Because a farmworker could have more “word” than an educated university graduate. There are those of us who are formally educated and then there are those of us who are educated in a traditional way through our elders and the life experiences we’ve had within our communities. 
6.) Where can outreach programs obtain more information about the topics (i.e. cultural traditions and celebrations and traditional medicine) that were addressed today? 


Response from Natalia Bautista, Mixtec Outreach Worker

· Go out; learn about your community; all that is needed is the desire to learn about your community; the desire to understand the problems and issues that the community is confronting. Don’t be afraid to ask questions. 

Response from Nayamin Martinez Cossio, MPH:

· Our organization understands the needs that service providers have for more information and as a result, we’ve developed a cultural competency handbook in English for service providers. We’ve run out of the first edition of this handbook; however, we are currently working on the second edition, which will be released this fall 2009 (September). For those interested in this resource, please visit: http://centrobinacional.org/
· The handbook is not free, we charge for the cost of printing/production, which is roughly minimal, about $20.00. 

Question from registered participant on the call: 

7.) I’m calling from NY State, where apple is produced. I work with women farmworkers. The majority are from Oaxaca and Chiapas. I have a very good relationship with them. I want to understand why they feel so defeated in terms of fighting for their rights, if they have the courage and strength that you say they do? I feel like there isn’t a space for them to express their needs, their wants, and their desires. What can I do to motivate them? 
· Well, let’s take a look back at our history. Since the beginning of colonization, we’ve been separated, discriminated against, we’ve been exploited, we’ve been mistreated, we’ve had issues with racism even from within our own country. There has been a lot of political action that have negatively impacted our people. Even people within our country have used the indigenous population for their own personal gain. That is why there is a lot of distrust among our people. And even here in the U.S. there are massive campaigns against our people who work here. All of this has led our people to live in fear; they fear the police, they fear ICE, they have fear because of their socio-economic status, they have fear because of the social and political system has mistreated them. 

Valentin Sanchez’  Comment: 

· Above all, at the Oregon Law Center, our primary objective is to build relationships with the Oaxacan indigenous community; building trust with the community. It take a lot of time and effort; sometimes years to build these trusting relationships. This isn’t something that happens over night. We go out to the community; talk to them, ask them how they are doing, and ask about the problems they’re experiencing. I think this is the most important work that all of us need to be doing to help combat this fear that the communities are experiencing. 

Bertha’s Rodriguez Santos’ Comment:

· I just wanted to add my final thoughts that the sense of community among 
all indigenous people from Oaxaca is important, as is respect for the 
traditions and ways of life that we discussed today. We didn’t have time to 
discuss the Day of Dead; however, this tradition as well as others like the 
Guelaguetza, have sacred origins within our culture. This is important to 
acknowledge. 


 Response from Nayamin Martinez Cossio, MPH:

· There are thousands of Oaxacan indigenous community members in California and throughout the country that need services. I’d like to reiterate that it is extremely important that agencies approach this work in a respectful and culturally responsive manner. Since it’s founding, Centro Binacional Para El Desarrollo Oaxaqueno has attempted to fulfill its’ mission of promoting health and wellbeing among Oaxacans, striving for equality and justice for all indigenous communities here in the United States. 
